CHAPTER XII
BRITAIN AND BURMA (1795-1826)
THE documents dealing with the despatch of Symes's mission
show clearly that the chief object of the Government of India in
seeking to re-establish relations with Burma was to prevent a
possible French move in that direction. The Arakan frontier
incident was seen mainly as a disturbing factor, which might
lead King Bodawpaya to grant the French the hospitality of his
harbours, and thus open the way for an extension of their
influence in his country. Calcutta either failed to grasp, or
deliberately shut its eyes to, the fact that the presence of thous-
ands of Arakanese refugees in the Chittagong area constituted a
problem that must be firmly tackled, otherwise further diffi-
culties were bound to arise, which might ruin any diplomatic
approaches to the Court of Ava.
The experience of the War of American Independence was
still fresh in Sir John Shore's mind. French activities had at one
time seriously threatened the British position in India. French
ships, built or repaired in Burmese harbours, had proved
extremely dangerous to English shipping. And though during
the war the French dockyard at Rangoon had had to be aban-
doned, it was known that Bussy had suggested to his home
government that Burma was the best base from which the
British in Bengal might be attacked. The Pondicherry records
contain some interesting letters written by Bussy showing that
at the end of the war there was even a plan for transferring
French establishments from India to the coast of Burma, He
went so far as to send an agent, M. Geslin, in 1783 to negotiate
a treaty with Bodawpaya. In August of the following year,
however, he reported that the scheme was impracticable, the
country was in a state of anarchy, and conquest was out of the
question. The Rangoon dockyard was never, in fact, reopened
by the French, but there were close relations between their
islands of Bourbon and Mauritius and Burmese ports.
Symes's mission in 1795 was in point of fact not the first
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